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Cornell scientists take the lead 
in lymphoma research
By Lauren Cahoon Roberts 

Forging a new path:
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ymphoma is one of the most common cancers in dogs. 
It is also usually deadly; when a dog gets the disease, it is 
treatable, but the disease usually relapses within a year. 
Researchers at Cornell University College of Veterinary 
Medicine and Weill Cornell Medical College are working 

to change this. The two have partnered to create 
the Progressive Assessment of Therapeutics 

program, or P.A.Th., which aims to build an efficient method for 
developing new drugs to fight lymphoma in both humans and 
canines. “The goal with P.A.Th is to make it faster, cheaper, and 
more efficient in general to develop these drugs,” says program 
leader Kristy Richards, BS ’90, MD, PhD, associate professor of 
biomedical sciences.

Richards oversees the College’s comparative cancer program, 
and will co-lead with Weill Cornell’s lymphoma researcher 
Dr. Leandro Cerchietti, to leverage three powerful screening 
techniques to improve and expedite lymphoma drug research.

The first-stage screening method will use 3D cell-culture 
models known as ‘organoids’ which more accurately mimic the 
structure and microenvironment of the lymph node than the 
traditional cells-in-petri-dish approach. The technology, developed 
by Cornell engineering’s Ankur Singh, PhD, will allow for 
thousands of customized organoids to be ‘printed’ and used for 
mass screening of potential therapeutics. “The P.A.Th. program 
could first run thousands of drug combinations through these 
organoids,” says Richards, “and then select the best combinations 
to be tested in mouse models.”

P.A.Th. will employ two types of mouse models; one model 
type comprises genetically-engineered mouse models (GEMM) 
overseen by molecular genetics professor Robert Weiss, PhD, 
and his lab group. These mice more closely imitate the hallmarks 
of human and canine lymphoma. Recent technical advances, 
which are now available to Cornell scientists through a core 
facility directed by genetics professor John Schimenti, PhD, at 

the College, allow these mice to be much more easily and quickly 
generated, greatly facilitating more efficient drug development. 
The other type of model is known as a patient-derived xenograft 
(PDX) mice. These mice have highly impaired immune 
systems, allowing for researchers to directly transplant human 
tumor specimens into the mice, where the engrafted tumor (or 
xenotransplant) can be serially transplanted into multiple recipient 
mice. “We could potentially have whole rows of mice with the 
same xenograft, and feed each mouse a different candidate drug 
to see how they will respond,” says Richards. “In the future, you 
could have a customized PDX mouse for every cancer patient, and 
tailor their treatments based on results from each patient’s mouse 
avatar.”

“The final piece to the program
involves incorporating pet dogs that 
already suffer from lymphoma
into clinical trials for lymphoma
drugs. “This is still an underused
way to test new agents,” says Richards 
“There are probably as many dogs in 
this country that get lymphoma every 
year as people.” Humans with the 

most common subtype of lymphoma have about a 60% chance 
of cure with current drugs. Dogs receive the same drugs in lower 
doses, but only for palliative effects. “So there’s a lot of room for 
improvement in dogs,” says Richards. 

Clinical trials using canine lymphoma patients is ethically 
and logistically simpler, allowing for streamlined development 
of human-ready drug candidates, while simultaneously enabling 
the discovery of life-saving therapies for the dogs themselves. 
“We’re still at early stages with this project,” says Weiss, “but all 
the elements are operational—and we can do all those elements 
well. That’s very rare, and it enables us to be able to put this 
comprehensive program together.”

Left to right: Kristy Richards, BS ’90, MD, PhD, Robert Weiss, PhD, with graduate student Tim Pierpont

L
“The goal with P.A.Th 
is to make it faster, 
cheaper, and more 
efficient in general to 
develop these drugs.”
 —Kristy Richards,  
MD, PhD


